I assess here is a hybrid version of the Communication for Business and Management course.
In addition to focusing on delivering course materials through new technologies, many universities have increased their focus on assessment of all programs and services. For example, at NCSU, all faculty and administrative staff "are expected to evaluate all [they] do in an effort to continuously improve student learning and development" (NCSU, 2004) . This assessment mandate, however, is often the most difficult, most frequently ignored, and perhaps most important component of this revolution in education. For example, in an otherwise excellent article providing guidelines for teachers of online courses, Savenye, Olina, and Niemczyk (2001) devoted one small paragraph (128 words) of a 15-page article to the importance of evaluating the effectiveness of the course, and their guidelines consist of a series of links to other articles that may provide assistance for creating such an evaluation. A refreshing sign that the importance of assessment may be gaining in recognition is Miller-Cochran and Rodrigo's (2006) article describing the potential for usability testing in measuring the effectiveness of online education.
An educational assessment, however, is different from a controlled research experiment. The objective of an educational assessment is to determine the effectiveness of teaching strategies and methods for the purpose of improving teaching (see Palomba & Banta, 1999 , for a thorough discussion of the objectives, methods, and uses of assessment). Such an assessment is commonly done by instructors for their own courses as a way of developing an understanding of what works and what does not work. It is thus impossible for an instructor to make claims of objectivity, which are typically a feature of controlled experiments. Furthermore, because so many influences are at work in the classroom-whether online or face-to-face-it is also impossible to suggest strict causal relationships between any one aspect of a course (e.g., a particular pedagogical or delivery method) and student outcomes. Despite these limitations, assessment is a valuable (if underused and often misunderstood) tool. To help me minimize limitations, I turned to assessment professionals on my campus for their advice in creating my assessment plan, which was also reviewed and fine-tuned by the Learning in a TechnologyRich Environment (LITRE) assessment committee.
In this article, I describe how I assessed the effectiveness of the online component of a hybrid course in business communication. I first provide a background on the course as it is traditionally taught and a description of the online module format I designed, using one specific module (the résumé module) as an example. I then describe the means by which I assessed the effectiveness of the modules and discuss the results of my assessment.
Background
When I arrived at NCSU in 1996, the course that I have most frequently taught, Communication for Business and Management, was typically offered in a traditional classroom setting. At that time, only one computer classroom was available, and it was most often used for undergraduate and graduate courses in technical communication. But increased classroom and budgetary constraints began pushing the professional writing program (which includes courses not only for business majors but also for engineering, computer science, and science majors) toward adding an online course. Now the Communication for Business and Management courses (and the other courses in the program) is offered in four formats:
• in a traditional classroom setting, with students meeting in either three 50-minute sessions or two 75-minute sessions per week • in a computer classroom setting, with the same choice of schedule as the traditional classroom sections • as a completely online course • as a hybrid course, with time divided between face-to-face sessions and online activities
After participating in the week-long Teaching and Learning with Technology Summer Institute in May 2004, 4 I decided that I would create a hybrid course. My vision for this format was that students would meet in a computer classroom for 50 minutes twice weekly and that online modules would replace the typical third weekly session. These online modules would provide instruction (both instructional content and directions for assignments), sample documents to be used as models, and links to additional resources. They would also provide opportunities for both individual and collaborative interaction, resulting in some type of electronic submission for instructor review. The modules would be designed as stand-alone entities that could be used both by students in my class and by other instructors throughout the university who were interested in providing their students with instruction on a given topic in an online format.
In fall 2004, I applied for and received an internal grant sponsored by a newly formed Learning in a Technology-Rich Environment initiative. The grant provided me with funds to hire a graduate assistant as well as (and perhaps most important) 80 hours of staff time from NCSU's Learning Technology Services (LTS). LTS comprises a group of highly trained instructional designers with skills in a variety of technological and pedagogical arenas.
With their assistance, I developed a series of online modules covering key topics and used these modules to completely change the structure of the course. In most writing courses, instructors spend class time working on concepts such as analyzing audience, recognizing the conventions of a genre, and defining the purposes of texts, as well as on brainstorming topic ideas and occasionally asking students to complete in class brief portions of writing assignments or short writing activities. The students then must complete longer written assignments on their own. Because most of us learn skills through practice-we learn by doing-students learn to write as they themselves compose documents. In other words, we provide instruction in the classroom, but they learn on their own.
With this project, I planned to restructure this traditional model by providing instruction online through a series of interactive modules, reserving class time for students to work on the formal assignments. The interactive modules would be based on many of the in-class activities that I had previously used, but because these activities would be presented online and would require students to submit a response, I hoped that students might be more fully engaged than they are in the current classroom environment.
In the restructured classroom situation, I intended to give immediate feedback at the moment of composition, answer questions as they arose, guide students to more appropriate composing behaviors, identify where students were having problems, and act as a master craftsman in a business communication workshop. This new model seemed compatible with Palloff and Pratt's (2001) contention that "the online environment is conducive to an interactive, collaborative, facilitated approach wherein the instructor acts as a guide to the process rather than its director." I hoped that this method of teaching writing would enhance student learning because I would be intervening at the moment of need-the point at which the student becomes frustrated, goes off topic, or loses sight of the goals of the assignment. Additionally, I hoped that I could help students develop better writing habits and produce more appropriate work by observing and facilitating their writing process. In short, I wanted to make my course more effective by, as Katz and Associates (1999) suggested, "using computers to do what they do best and freeing faculty to devote more time to students on an individual basis" (p. 90).
that begin with the specification of objectives and end with formative evaluation. Although Welsh suggested using an EOD model to design a course, I instead used these steps to design each module within the course (see Table 1 ).
For consistency of presentation and to ensure a logical sequencing, I decided that all modules would use a common format based on a set of templates outlining the instructional events: overview, preparation, activities, and wrap-up. In the modules, students are directed to other pages and files in the course of working their way through the four main pages. In spring 2005, I completed and used the following 10 modules in two sections of business communication:
• writing an effective résumé • writing a letter of application • writing a proposal The objectives are organized logically, taking students through analysis and identification steps prior to creation steps.
Divide each module into a series
Each module first prepares students to do a task of instructional events.
and then asks them to complete certain activities in order to prepare them for completing a major assignment. 4. Specify event type: full synchronous, All online modules are asynchronous, allowing limited synchronous, or asynchronous. students to complete work on their own schedules. Classroom sessions are, obviously, full-synchronous events.
Specify appropriate Web-based
All online modules use readily available technologies to enable the event.
technologies. 6. Develop Web-based content.
Experienced instructional designers assisted me in adapting or creating materials. 7. Evaluate and test all modules.
In addition to soliciting anecdotal feedback from students at the time they complete each module, I created a formal assessment.
• writing coherently • creating PowerPoint slides • conducting career research on the Internet • creating charts and graphs • understanding your audience • sending negative news • using netiquette
The résumé and letter of application modules are at http://www4.ncsu .edu/~smk/modules.html.
Assessment
Although assessment is a frequent topic in discussions of instructional design, whether computer assisted or traditional, there are several different types of educational assessment. Most commonly, such assessment refers to an activity that measures how much students have learned (see, e.g., Hansen & Frick, 1997; Hudspeth, 1997; de Verneil & Berge, 2000) . Important as that type of assessment is, assessing the effectiveness of instructional delivery is also important. Although an assessment of instructional delivery certainly needs to look at the effect of the educational experience on students' skill levels, it needs to be done in a comparative way-that is, with some type of "comparison of treatments" (Ravitz, 1997) . In assessing my hybrid format, for example, I wanted to find out how the students responded to instruction delivered via the online modules (whether they saw the modules as effective) and how my innovation affected their ability to learn the content provided in those modules (as demonstrated by the work the students produced for the course assignments). To determine the latter, however, I needed to compare these students' work with that of students in the traditional classroom setting. With the assistance of assessment professionals on my campus, then, I developed two means for assessing the effectiveness of the modules:
• an anonymous survey of students in the hybrid sections process of the assessment to students prior to their participation. I fully described my assessment plan to all the students who participated in the assessment and then asked them to provide written permission by completing an "Authorization To Release Educational Records" form that complies with the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act. Students were not compelled to provide permission, but all students did. I also sent a detailed description of my assessment plan to my university's Institutional Review Board, which determined that the assessment did not constitute humansubjects research because all the materials were anonymous (as I explain in the following subsections).
Survey
Again with the assistance of LTS staff, I created an electronic survey to investigate the effectiveness of the modules and other electronic components of the course (see Appendix A). The purpose of this part of my assessment was to determine student satisfaction with the method of instruction provided in the online modules and the hybrid format. I was asking for a more detailed and specific evaluation than could be afforded from my university's standard course-evaluation form. Although the survey does not provide comparative data across formats, it does provide a pool of evaluative data from students in two sections that can be used to improve instruction. Similar to the evaluation form suggested by Nichols (1997) , the survey provided radio buttons that allowed the students to rate the effectiveness of each module. Because the survey was conducted at the end of the semester, I provided links to each module so that students could refresh their memory of the material before they responded to questions about it.
I offered the students extra credit for participating in the survey. To ensure their anonymity, they e-mailed the completed survey forms to LTS. My LTS consultant compiled the results of the survey and sent me (a) the list of students who responded and (b) the compiled results. Of the 44 students in the two hybrid sections, 37 students completed the survey.
The survey instrument provided data about student perceptions of the modules (see Table 2 ). In general, students were more likely to report that the modules were effective (298 responses of very effective or somewhat effective) than ineffective (56 combined ineffective responses). If we combine the responses for very effective and somewhat effective, we can see that an overwhelming majority of students found each of the modules to be effective (see Table 3 ).
More telling, however, are the data from the second section of the survey, in which students were asked to choose the two modules that were most helpful in completing assignments and the two that were least helpful (see Table 4 ) and explain their selections. Three modules were clearly the most helpful, and similarly, three modules were clearly least helpful. Based on their comments explaining their selections, many students clearly found two module features to be most helpful: distribution.
• the analysis of a model of a type of text the student would be asked to produce either for the course or in their careers • a focus on documents that the students thought they would need in their careers (See Appendix B for samples of students' comments about the modules they considered most helpful.) Students almost uniformly chose as least helpful those modules with subject areas in which they felt competent (e.g., PowerPoint, graphics) or those modules containing material that they did not think was necessary. (See Appendix C for samples of students' comments about the modules they considered least helpful.)
Blind Review
The evaluation and grading of writing poses certain unique difficulties. There is no way to create an effective test of writing skill. No multiple choice or true-false test can evaluate students' ability to create an appropriate text for a given audience and purpose because there is no right answer for students to choose. Because they have no objective grading mechanism for writing, many teachers of business and technical writing use standardized rubrics to evaluate student writing and to create consistency in grading. Such rubrics provide a set of criteria that can form a basis for both evaluation (identifying areas for improvement) and grading (providing a justification for the grade earned). To assess the effect of the online modules on students' writing, I compared the work of students from my fall 2004 business communication class, which had no online component, with that of students from my spring 2005 sections, which used the newly created online modules. I did not do a simple comparison of grades on assignments because I only assign grades to final drafts, and in my courses, each final draft has had at least one round of feedback that could significantly alter that final product. Rather, for this comparison, I used initial rough drafts, which were submitted after in-class instruction for the traditional class and after completion of the relevant module for the hybrid class. To eliminate possible bias, I did not perform these evaluations myself. I hired two graduate students (in NCSU's MS in Technical Communication program) to perform a blind review of student work. I trained them to use rubrics to evaluate student résumés and letters of application. The point system that I created for the rubrics (see résumé rubric in Appendix D) allowed me to quantify the quality of the work and to perform a comparative analysis between the traditional classroom section (fall 2004) and the hybrid sections (spring 2005).
To eliminate the possibility of bias by the two raters, I changed the names on all résumés and letters to Chris Smith and similarly modified all e-mail addresses or other identifying information. To make sure the raters did not know which semester the texts were produced in, I changed all identifying dates and randomized the texts. I used 22 résumés and letters from each semester for a total of 44 résumés and 44 letters. I created a numeric key that would allow me to sort the results (i.e., to identify in which semester a given text was created).
Using dummy variables to represent the semester (1 = spring semester, when the online modules were used) and the evaluator (graduate student), I performed a regression analysis on the total score for the letters and the résumés and calculated Cronbach's alpha to test for interrater reliability for both the letter and the résumé scores. For the letters, the estimated coefficient of the semester dummy variable was both positive (β = 1.5185) and significant (ρ ≤ .05). That means that students who were in the class during the semester in which the online modules were used could expect, all other things being equal, that their score on the letter assignment would be about 1.5185 points higher than that of students who were in the class during the semester in which the modules were not used. In addition, there was high interrater reliability for the letter scores (Cronbach's alpha was approximately 0.9). Thus, we can conclude that the use of the online modules had a positive, significant impact on the scores for the letters.
distribution.
For the résumés, the interrater reliability was at a somewhat lower but still acceptable level (.76). The estimated coefficient of the semester dummy variable was negative (β = -.1) and not significant (ρ = .74). Thus, the data do not suggest any significant difference between traditional and online instruction for the résumé.
Additional Data
In addition to the formal assessment that I did for this course, I reviewed the data from the standardized evaluations that the university requires. Within these evaluations, which occur at the end of every semester, students have an opportunity to provide written comments about the instructor and the course. In those evaluations, students frequently commented that they felt they had insufficient classroom time to write. In a 50-minute class period, students often were allowed only 30 to 40 minutes of time to write. Many of them felt that this amount of time was not enough for them to become thoroughly involved in a writing project. Another point of view about the classroom writing came from a few students who felt uncomfortable writing in a classroom setting. They felt that they did better work when writing on their own, without an instructor periodically looking over their shoulders.
Discussion
For me, the crucial reasons for doing an assessment are to determine what worked, what did not work, and what should be done about it. In this section, I summarize my findings, describe my plans for revision, and suggest areas for future research.
What Worked
Given that many students (from 62% to 95%) rated the modules as either very effective or somewhat effective, I can broadly say that the modules were an acceptable way to present materials for this course. The objectives of my course in business communication are not only to help students improve their communication skills but also to make them aware of the need for these skills. Modern students are often motivated by the practical nature of a course, and those aspects of business communication that they deem practical often receive their greatest attention. Research on the transfer of knowledge (Carter, 1990; Perkins & Salomon, 1988; Smagorinsky & Smith, 1992) tells us that students have difficulty transferring the localized skills that are emphasized in school (e.g., writing about literature, history, or biology or learning about theoretical concepts) to nonacademic arenas (e.g., writing a résumé or a letter or analyzing the audience for a proposal). The students' comments about the modules that they found most helpful demonstrate not only their need for practicality but also their recognition of the need for certain types of well-written documents.
Given that the three modules that were described as most helpful (the résumé, letter of application, and proposal) all incorporated models of the type of document the students were being asked to produce, we can conclude that this time-honored pedagogical tool transfers well from the traditional classroom to the online environment. These three modules, which were also the three modules that received the most very effective ratings, all asked students to interact with the model document in performing some type of document analysis to prepare for producing their own.
Another aspect of the restructured course that I found particularly helpful was that it allowed me to give feedback on writing within the classroom as the students wrote. I could make global, basic comments about common errors many students make without having to spend time writing out the same comment on drafts. For example, students frequently put information about high school activities on their résumés, which is often irrelevant. Over the years, I have suggested to students in class that they delete such material from their résumés, but I have also had to make this suggestion in a written comment on each student's draft. Telling them in class ahead of time that they should not put this information on their résumés had had little effect. But because I told them in class and while they were sitting at their computers working on their résumés, not one student in the hybrid course included information about high school. Suggesting these minor corrections (some as simple as putting a colon after the greeting in a business letter instead of a comma or using the appropriate headings within a report) to an entire class during the process of composing meant that I could focus my individualized comments on more substantive matters while reading drafts.
What Did Not Work
type of experience. Students enter courses such as mine from a variety of majors and concentrations within those majors, as well as at differing points in their academic careers. To create a course in which everything is new and important to every student is impossible.
A further problem with some modules was that the students did not see the direct relevance of the content for their future work. Comments such as those referring to certain modules as a "waste of time" or "unnecessary" mean that I need to improve explanations of objectives or to provide the material in a way that the students will find more useful. For example, many students commented that the PowerPoint module was not particularly useful to them; however, when asked to create PowerPoint presentations, many of the students created them poorly. Just knowing how to do something does not mean knowing how to do it well. The students were not always able to recognize this distinction.
What to Do About It
To address what did not work, I plan to revise these modules to tie them more explicitly to either course assignments or real-world tasks to ensure that students recognize the practicality of the material. In revising the overview page, I will make sure that the objectives are framed as outcomes that students will recognize as valuable.
Then, in the case of those modules that students saw as redundant or irrelevant, I will create more than one version-for example, in addition to the current module on the basics of graphics (creating charts and graphs with database software), I will add an advanced module on creating more complex graphics and one on the ethics of graphic representation. In the case of the PowerPoint module, I will add a module asking students to judge the quality of presentation slides. I will make completion of the basic modules optional, providing students with a choice (e.g., basic module on graphics or one of the other two modules on graphics). But I will include a proviso explaining to the students that if they choose to opt out of a given module, they will still be held responsible for the content. So, for example, if they choose to skip the basic PowerPoint module, they will still be expected to produce appropriate slides for a class presentation.
In revising the modules, I will include more analysis of model documents. The modules with models were rated high by the students and seem to have resulted in improved work on the part of many students, so finding ways to incorporate more of this successful strategy could further improve student learning.
distribution.
In the spring of 2005, my classes were scheduled to meet three times a week for 50 minutes. When I decided to make this a hybrid course, I converted the third session each week into an asynchronous online session, so I only met with them face-to-face twice per week. The next time I teach this course, I will request a twice-a-week schedule, meeting each time for 75 minutes. The online component will become homework. This will, I hope, solve the problem of insufficient writing time in the computer classroom, a problem that some students identified on the standard course evaluation forms, and give me additional time to observe and comment while students are in the process of composing.
Finally, I need to find additional ways to assess the effectiveness of any revised modules and the overall structure of the course. Although the survey was helpful, and can certainly be duplicated, I will not again have the ability to make comparisons between traditional and hybrid courses.
Appendix A Survey Tool
Section 1 of the survey asked students to rate the effectiveness of each module. In each case, the question first provided the objectives for the module as they had appeared in the overview page for that module and a link to the module itself. For the sake of concision, I present here the question for only the first module. Section 2, which listed all the modules, asked students to choose the two most helpful and the two least helpful modules and to explain their selections in the space provided. The survey was Web-based, and students accessed the survey by logging in with their student identification number.
Section 1-Effectiveness of modules The learning objectives for each of the online modules are listed below. For each module, indicate how effective you think the module was in achieving its stated objectives.
After completing the Audience and Purpose module, you should be able to
• identify the purpose within a text • identify the audience for that text • think about the type of information needed by that audience
The Audience and Purpose module was
• very effective • somewhat effective • somewhat ineffective • very ineffective
• not sure/no opinion distribution.
